Nest choice in the ant Temnothorax albipennis is a model system for investigating collective decision making. Previous research has demonstrated the sophistication of this decentralized system, yet such studies have focused on binary choices in which alternative nest sites are equidistant from the colony's original nest. In nature, for example, a poor nest might be closer than a better one. Hence, to investigate the collective decision-making system of these ants further, we challenged colonies with a choice between a distant high-quality nest and a much closer and collinear poorer one. Colonies successfully emigrated to the better nest when it was two, three or even nine times further away than the collinear poorer one. Most often, colonies started emigrating simultaneously to both nests, and then they redirected all traffic exclusively to the better, more distant one. We show that this is a good strategy for minimizing exposure and risk. In principle these ants might compensate for distance effects by increasing recruitment latencies and quorum thresholds at nearby poor nests so that they are better able to find and use distant better ones. However, the simplest explanation is that scouts are more likely to begin to look elsewhere, at all stages of the decision-making and emigration process, whenever and wherever they have initially found a low-quality nest.
Decision making permeates almost all animal and human behaviour. It also features prominently in mythology. For example, Buridan's ass was said to starve to death because it found itself equidistant to two equally nutritious and attractive piles of hay. Appropriate decisions depend on timely and accurate information. However, the fictional tale of Buridan's ass strikes a cautionary note: the fabulous ass was both perfectly informed and pathologically perplexed.
House hunting in certain social insects, that is, in honeybees, Apis mellifera, and rock ants, Temnothorax albipennis, has become a model for understanding individual and collective decision making (Visscher 2007). Nevertheless, so far most experimental studies have examined choices between new nest sites that differ markedly in quality but are equidistant from the colony that needs to find a new home. We investigated collective decision making in ants that needed to find a new home and had a choice between a good distant one and a poor but nearer one. To maximize the ants' potential difficulty, we placed the poor one not only much nearer than the better one but collinearly so that the poor one was literally in the way of the better one. We conducted our experiments at a time in the ants' seasonal cycle when they should colonize a single nest (Partridge et al. 1997 
